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THE RESFONSES OF FIRST GRACERS TO THREE QUESTIONS AECUT
REACING ARE REFORTEC. SUBJECTS, 111 FUFILS IN FIVE 1ST-GRACE
CLASSROOMS IN THREE SCHCOL SYSTEMS IN INCIANA ANC MICHIGAN,
WERE INTERVIEWEC ANC THEIR RESFONSES WERE ANALYZED ANC
CLASSIFIEC INTO LOGICAL CATEGORIES. WHEN ASKEC IF THEY WANTEC
TO LEARN TO REAC, A NEGATIVE ANSWER WAS GIVEN BY FOUR
CHILCREN. IN ANSWERING WHY THEY WANTEC TO REAC, THE FOLLCWING
REASONS WERE CFFEREC--(1) 30 FUFILS, ONE-FOURTH CF THE
CHILCREN, GAVE VAGUE ANC MEANINGLESS REASCNS, (2) 27 CHILDREN
WANTEC TO LEARN AS A MEANS TO A GOAL, (3) 37 WANTEC TO LEARN
TO REAC TO THEMSELVES OR TO OTHERS, (4) 106 WANTEC TO LEARN
EECAUSE THERE WAS SOME FEELING CF VALUE CONNECTEC WITH SUCH
LEARNING, ANC (5) 11 PUFILS ICENTIFIEC THEMSELVES WITH A
REACER. WHEN ASKEC WHAT THEY HAC TO CO TO LEARN TO REAC IN
THE FIRST CRACE, THESE ICEAS WERE ACVANCEC--(1) 38 FUFILS
CICN'T KNOWN, (2) TWO-FIFTHS OF THE REMAINING RESFONSES
INCICATEC THAT A FASSIVE TYFE OF CCECIENCE WAS REQUIREL, (3)
TWO-FIFTHS OF THE CHILCREN SAW THEMSELVES TAKING SOME ACTION
IN LEARNING, ANC (4) CNE-FIFTH OF THE CHILCREN THOUGHT THE
TEACHER WCULL SHOW THEM HCW TO REAC. CIFFERENCES IN ANSWERS
RELATEC TO SEX, RACE, ANC FAMILY INCOME ARE CI1SCUSSEC.
REFERENCES ANC TAELES ARE INCLUCEC. THIS ARTICLE IS FUELISHED
IN THE "ELEMENTARY SCHCOL JCURNAL," VOLUME €6, MAY 1966, (MD)
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First-Graders’ Responses to Three Questions

About Reading

First-grade teashers know that most

. ’{ . )
children come tovschool wanting 1o
learn how to read. But why do cluldren
want to learn to read? Do cherr reasons

have anv meaning for the teaching of

reading?

What ideas do children have about
how one learns to read? Children's ex-
pectations may  be extremely varied
and  mayv influence  ther  learning.
Morcover, therr expecrations may be
rclated to their sociocconomice back-

“ground. Informatisn on what children

think they muist do to learn to read
could help  competent kindergarten
and first-grade teachers plan beteer
lcarning experiences for pupils -expe-
riences that would help children mect
some  of the problems mvolved in
lcarning  to read, cxperiences  that
would help children understand some
of the reasons for certain procedurces
and some of the uses for reading.
This is a report on the responsces be-
ginning  first-graders made to three
questions: Do you want to learn how
to rcad? Why? What must you do to

learn how to read in fiest grader The
questions and the findings reported
here are part of a larger study by the
authors.

The 111 subjects e the study an-
chuded all the pupils in five first-grade
classrooms in three school systems for
whom complete data were avatlable,

The children in two classrooms
Giroups 1 and 2 anended a rural
school 1 central Indiana. "These chil-
dren, who had had no kindergareen ex-
perienee, were treated as one class n
the analysis, These two groups had
thirty-cight children for whom we had
all dara for the larger study.

The children in two other class-
rooms  Ciroups 3 and 4+ hived m a
large industrial city in Michigan. "Fhe
twenty-four children in Grroup 3 came
from a largely middle-class arca. The
twenty-seven pupils in Giroup 4 came

from a lower-nuddle- to an upper-

lowcer-class environment.

Data for Grroup' 5 came from twen-
ty-two Negro children who hived ina
suburb of Detroit. Some of the parents
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of the children in this group were en-
gaged in the professions; others re-
ceived Aid to Dependent Children.

Fach child in the study was inter-
viewed, and the interviews were' re-
corded on tape. The children’s re-
sponses were then analyzed and classi-
fied into logical categorics.

Fach investigator classified the re-
sponses independently. There was a
90 per cent level of agreement between
the investigators in the assignment of
responses to the cmpirically derived
categorics. An independent judge who
also classificd the responses achieved
an .82 level of agreement with the
authors’ classification.

If a child’s response had two dis-
tinct clements, it was placed in two
catcgorics. This procedure explains
the difference in the total number of
responscs in the tables.

The researchers made an over-all
analysis of the responses to the ques-
tions, compared the responses of boys
with the responses of girls, and made
other comparisons within and among
classrooms.

The children’s responses to the
questions “Do you want to learn how
to rcad? Why?" were classified in
seven catcgories.

Descriptions of the categories fol-
low:

Category I: No response or an “l
don’t know’’ response.

Category 2: Vague, irrelevant, or
circular response, such as, “Because 1
never did before,” “I just want to,”
“I like t0.”
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These two categories were treated
as one because they gave no informa-
tion or very limited information.

Category 3 Intrinsic: perform the
act.

The responscs in this category indi-
cated that the children wanted to learn
to read to be able to do so for them-
schees or for someone clse. The cate-
gory includes such replies as “So T can
be looking in my books and reading
them,” “So 1 can read to my cousin,”
“So 1 can read some letters if [ getany
and 1 can rcad books.”

Category 4: Goal-sceking responses.

In these responses the children were
saying that they wanted to read “To
pass in school,” “To go to college,”
“1 like to know what's going te hap-
pen,”” “So 1 can be smart.” Essentially,
reading was,geen as a means to seme
goal. '

Category §: Affective-valuational re-
Sponscs. '

In these responses the children were
placing a valuational emphasis on why
they wanted to learn how to read.
This category included such responses
as “It's good,” “It’s fun,” or “It’s
best to.”

Category 6: 1dentification.

Responses in this category included
clements of identification with a par-
ent, an older sibling, or some other 1n-
dividual who was reading. Among the
responses placed in this category were
“So 1 can be grown like my sister,”
“Because 1 want to read letters like
my mom,”’ “My big sister reads some
books.”

Category 7: Negative. This category
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was for the responses of children who
did not want to lcarn to read.

Table 1 summarizes the responses to
the questions “Do you want to learn
how to read? Why?" and indicates the
per cent of the total group that re-
sponded in a given category. In addi-
rion; the per cent of responses placed
in Catcgories 3 through 7 are listed
separately. Categories 1 and 2 have
been combined.

In il there were 119 responses to
the questions. Thirty responses, or 25
per cent of the 119 responses, were
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placed in Categories 1 and 2, No Re-
sponse or Don’t Know and Vague.

The per cents reported for Cate-
gories 3 through 7 arc based on the
cighty-ninc remaining meaningful re-
SPONSCS.,

Of the cighty-nine meaningful re-
sponses, 42 per cent were classified in
Category 3, Intrinsic: Perform  the
Act; 31 per cent were classified in
Category 4, ( ional-seeking; 11 per cent
were classified in Category 5, Affee-
tve-valuauonal, 12 per cent were
placed in.-Caregory 6, Identfication,

Taniv Vo Distribution of responses to the question Do you aant to learn to read? Why?"

(SRR BT
LOKRTES
1 wwn 2
O
Don't GORY
Lknow In-
Groups Vague trinsic
Groups 1 and 2
Number of Responses 15 13
Per Cent of Al Responses
(Categories 1-7) 36 31
Per Cent of Meaningful Re-
sponses (Categories 3 7) 48
Group 3
Number of Responses ) 11
Per Cent of All Responses
Lategories 1--7) 21 40
Per Cent of Meaningful Re-
sponses (Categories 3-7) 50
Group 4 .
Number of Responses .6 8
Per Cent of All Responses
(Categories 1-7) 22 30
Per Cent of Meaningful Re-
sponses (Categories 3 7) 38
Group 5
Number of Responscs 3 5
Per Cent of All Responses
(Categories 1--7) 14 23
Per Cent of Meaningful Re-
sponses (Categories 3-7) 26
Total
Number of Responses 30 37
Per Cent of All Responses
(Categories 1-7) 25 31
Per Cent of Meaningful Re-
sponses (Categories 3-7) 42

- s
CAlk- GORY S CATE-
SR Affective. VRV O LT
Gouls valia-  Identifi- Y,
seeking tional cation Negative ToraLn
9 2 2 1 42
21 5 5 2
33 8 8 3
4 4 3 0 28
14 14 1 0
18 18 14 0
6 3 2 2 27
23 1 7 7
28 14 10 10
8 1 4 1 22
36 5 18 5
43 5 21 5
27 10 11 4 119
23 9 9 3
31 11 12 4
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Four children  onc bov and three
girls responded  negatively to our
first question, “Jo you want to learn
how to read?” Their replics, which
were placed in Category 7, made ip 4
per cent of our cighty-nine meaningfui
FCSPONSCs

The responses made by the boys
were not sighificantly different from
the responses made by the girls, The
only notable difference was found in
Categories T and 2, for no responses
or ‘I don’t know’” responses and vague
responses. Of the fifty-five responses
from bovs, 31 per cent (from seven-
teen boys) were placed in this cate-
gary. Of the girls’ responses, only 21
per cent (from thirteen girls) were
classificd in this category.

To sum up, thirty pupils, or about a
fourth of the children, gave no reason
or an cxtremely vague and meaning-
less reason for wanting to learn to

rcad. OFf the children who responded

in a meaningful fashion, thirtv-seven
replicd that they wanted to leamn to
read so that they could read for them-
sclves or to someone clse, twenty-
seven wanted to lcarn to read as a
means to a goal, ten wanted to fearn to
read because there was some fecling
or valuc connected with such learning,
cleven pupils identified with somcone
who was a reader, and four children
indicated that they did not wanr to
learn to read.

Individual classrooms showed some
striking patterns. “Thirty-six per cent
of the pupils in the two groups that had
not attended kindergarten could give
no mcaningful reply to the question on
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why one learns to read, bus the pattern
of maaningful responses from these
o groups was consistent with the
pattern from the total group. "The pat-
tern of responses from Group +, which
was made up prinarilv - of  lower-
middle-and upper-lower-class children,
did not ditfer from the partern of the
total group. Groups 3 and § showed
ditferences on responses in Category
+. (.'n;ll»suul\ing. Giroup 3, which was
made up of middle-class Caucasian
children, had a far smaller per cent
(18 per cent) of responses in (€ .':ll‘cgm‘y
+ than any other group did; while the
highest per cent (43 per cent) of re-
sponses in Category + came fram the
all-Ncgro group. Half of the meaning-
ful responses of the children in Ciroup
3ofell under Caregory 3 Intrinsic:
Perform the Aet. About a fourth

(26 per cent) of the responses of

Giroup 5 were in this category.

~ Responses to the question, “VWhat
do vou have to do to learn how to read
in first grade?”” were classified in five
catcgorics: No  Response or Don’r
Know, Vague, Obedience-oriented,
Other-directed,  and  Self-directed.
Table 2 summarizes the responses to
this question.

Of the 111 responses, thirty-cight
responsces, or 34 per cent, were cither
“I'don’t know”” responscs or vaguc ro-
plics and fell in Categorics 1 and 2
(again treated as one category in our
discussion). "Uhe remaining scventy-
three responses were assigned to one
of the three other categories: Obedi-
ence-oriented, Other-directed, and Sclf-
directed.
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Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

hirty replics were grouped  as
Obedience-oriented, the third  cate-

“gory. Fxamples include: Do what the

t¢dcher savs™s “Mind rhe teacher™;
“Lisren o the reacher.” These thirey
responses made up 41 per cent of the
seventy-three rephies that expressed
some meaningtul notion of what the
child would do to learn to read.

in the fourth categorv, for other-
dirceted  responses,  pupils indicated
that they would be taught by somcone
who would tell them how to read or
they deseribed the teaching act in
some fashion: “Teacher will show us
how™; ““Teacher will tell us™; “She
will point to a word and say it, and we
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‘
will say ic after her.” This caregory
differs from Obedience-oriented  in
that the teacher or some other adult is
raking an active part in the teaching;
in the obedience response the child is
passive: he makes no mention of some-
one who ts actively teaching, nor docs
he give a deseription of how the teach-
g 1s done. Sixteen responses, 22 per
cent ot the mamingtul replics, were
classificd in this category,

The nteh category, labeled **Self-
direeted,” contained  responses from
twenty-seven children, or 37 per cent
ot the meaningful responses. The self-
directed response stated the necessity
of the child’s assuming some responsi-

rAnLe 2o Dustribution of responses to the question “What do you have o do 1o learn to read in first grade?”

CATHOGOREES

1 asNp 2

No respanse

Don't know
Grutps Vagae
Groups 1 and 2
Number of Responses 20
Per Cent of \H Responses (Cate-
gories 1-5) 53
Per Cent of Meaningful Responses
(Categories 3 3)

Group 3
Number of Responses 4
Per Cent of All Responses (Cate-
gories 1°8) 17
Per Cent of Meaningful Responses
{Categories 3-5)
Group 4
Number of Responses 9
Per Cent of All Responses (Cate-
gories 1 5) 33
Per Cent of Mcaningful Responses
(Categories 3 5)
Group 5
Number of Responses S
Per Cent of All Responses (Cate-
gories 1-5) 23
Per Cent of Meaningful Responses
(Categories 3-5)
Total
Number of Responses 38
Per Cent of All Responses (Cate-
gories 1-5) 34
Per Cent of Meaningful Responses
(Categories 3-35)

Crrpaary S

Self-

Carrcory 3 Crviroory 4

Ghedience- Other-

oriented direcred (lir('.ch'tl Torar
7 3 8 38
18 8 21
39 17 W
8 5 7 24
33 21 29
40 25 35
7 4 7 27
20 15 26
39 22 39
8 4 5 22
30 18 23
47 24 29
30 10 27 1
27 15 24
41 22 37
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bility in lcarning to read. Fxamples:
“Read to myselt”; “Guess the words
in the hook™; “Look ar pages, books,
pictures.”

In sunumary, slightdy more than a
third-of all the responses given offered
no meaningful cxplanation of what onc
must do to learn to read. Of the re-
maining responses, two-fifths indicared
that a passive tvpe of obedience was
required to learn to read; slightly more
than a fifth conveyed the notion that
the teacher or somcone clse would
show them how to read or gave some
description of what the teacher would
do in teaching reading; and less than
two-fifths, 37 per cent, were responsces
in which children saw themselves as
taking some action in lcarning to read.

The two groups that had had no
kindergarren experience showed a dis-
tinct response pateern. OfF the thirty-
cight children in these two classrooms,
53 per cent, or twenty children, made
a response that was classified in Cate-
gorics 1 and 2, No Response or Don't
Know and Vague. Group 4 agan
followed almost exactly the distribu-
tion of the total group. N relatively
small number of Groups 3 and § inade
responses that were classified i Care-
gorics 1 and 2. "Their other responsc
patterns did not differ greatly from
thosc of the total group.

Sex-related  parterns of  responses
appear to be associated with the socto-
cconomic dimensions of the groups.
I'he only notable difterence in the re-
sponses of boys and girls appears in
Carcgory 3, for obedience-oriented
responscs. Of the total number of boys

i
i
i
I
y
1
1]
#
}
!
A
[

who made responses that fell in Caare-
gorics 3, 4, or §, seventeen bovs (46
per cent) replied with an obedience-
oriented response, while thirteen girls
(36 per cent) gave obedience-oriented
I'CSP’)I]SCS.

A comparison was made of children
whose responses fell in Caregories |
and 2 on both categorized questions.
Onlv ten children made no response or
a vague, meaningless response to hoth
categorized - questions, Thus, forry-
cight children replied with cither an
“Idon’t know™ or with vague, mean-
mgless terms to one question but not
to botli questions. We interpret these
results to mean that the children inter-
viewed were trying to give a thought-
ful response, hut without suceess. In-
deed, with hoth categorized questions,
there were fewer 1 don’t know™ an-
swers than vague, circular, or irrele-
vant answers, I don’t know™ re-
sponscs and vague responses are con-
sidered actual responsces, not artifiucts

_of the testing situation,

Because of the limirations of sam-
pling procedures and the limitations of
the study in general, we approach in-
terpretation cautiously and suggest the
reader do likewise.

The first and most striking obscrva-
tion has to do with the per cent of re-
sponscs in Category 1 and Category 2
by the ¢hildren who had not attended
kindergarten, The proportion of these
children who gave no response, an 1
don’t know™ response or a vague,
meaningless reply was far higher than
that in any of the other groups. Al-
though we cannot ascribe a causal in-
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fluence to kindergarten cxperienee, 1t
would appear that kindergarten may
help children understand what is ex-
pected i school (“*What must vou do
to learn fiow to read in first grader™)
as well as help develop some pur-
pose for learning to read ("Why do
you want to learn how to read’'7).
[tis worth noting that a tourth of all
these enrering first-graders could cx-
press no logical, meaningful purposc
for learning to read and a third of the

children had no idea how it was 1o he

accomplished. The need for helpimg
pupils sce a reason for learning 1o read
and for gaining some msight into how
1tis going to be accomplished becomes
apparent. Most research on learning
supports the proposition that it helps
the child to learn i he knows the rea-
sont for a lcarning situation and sces a
purpose i a task. Inasmuch as reading
1S NOt NONSCNSCe learnmg, buta complex
mental process, it may be important to
identify it as such and to help begin-
ners establish purposes for wanting to
learn to read. Tt also becomes impor-
tant to find out whether expressed
motivations have any effect on later
achicvement in learning to read. Our
partial analysis of data raises a crucial
question we hope to pursue in our
larger scudy (1).

We stress the face that the propor-
ton of obedience-oriented responscs
was comparatively constant and high
m all our groups. Possibly this re-
sponse shows the influence of homes
that view obedience as most Hmportant
in achicving suecess in school in gen-
cral and in reading in particular. An
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almest cqual per cent of pupils sce
some action on their part, however
vague the action, as essential to learn-
mg to read.

Agam, questions need to be asked.
Is the understanding that one must
take some responsibihiry for lcarning
to read amportant to later achieve-
mentz Or s the idea that one learns to
read by bewg obedient the more 1m
portant one for children o hold, since
s rewarded in many ways? Do the
children who  express obedience-ori-
ented concepts of how  reading s
icarned, themselves act on this con-
cept?

Almost three-fourths of the mean-
ingtul responses to the question “Why
do you want to learn how to read:”
fell into two categories: Intrinsic: Per-
form the Act or ( 10al-secking (“'pass in
school,” “became smart™), The fact
thar 42 per cent of these catcgorizable
responses fell into Category 3 scems
gratifying to us: children want to
learn to read so that they can do some-
thing with reading. We wonder wheth-
cr children who cexpress an identifica-
tion motive for wanting to learn to
read see reading as a way of grow-
g up.

Ciroup 5, our all-Negro sample, had
the highest proportion of goal-sceking
responses to the question “Why do
you want to learn how to read?” “I'hat
15, Giroup § accounted for proportion-
atcly more of the “So I can pass into
sccond grade,” “So 1 can be smart”
type of responsc than any other group
did. Group 5 also had smaller propor-
tions of responses in Caregories 1 and
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2 on hoth questions. When asked
“What do you have to do to learn how
to read i first grade?™ pupils in Group
5 omade a higher proportion of re-

sponses that el i the obedience-

oriented category. Do children i this-

racial  subculture see reading as
means of achievig an immediare goal
such as passing i schoolz Do they
feel that one achieves this goal by sub-
missive behavior? OQur results do not
give ns the answer: they only raise the
question,

For the second question ©“What do
you have to do o dearn how to read m
first grade:™ Group 3, the children
from a middle-class mihicu, had a pro-
portiomately  smaller number of re-
sponses in Categories 1 and 2 than the
other groups did. Possibly these pupils
arc more knowledgeable about what
school is like and what is cxpected of
them. Also, a relanvely high propor-
tion of their responses to the question:
“Why do vou want to fearn to read?”
fell in the Caregory 3, Intrinsic: Per-
form the Acr. These children have
probably been exposed to reading more
than the others and have seen it used
in a varicty of situations, Pupils in
Group 5 had a proportionately small
nuimber of responses i Category 3.

May 1966

The responses may reflect some lack
of cxperience in seeing reading situa-
tions ar home.

A higher proportion of bovs than
girls could not ¢ypress a reason for
wanting to fearn how to read. The fact
does not surprise us, Bur v docs sur-
prisc us that more boys gave an obedi-
cnec-oriented  response to - the pupils’
responsibilitics in learning to read. As
previoushy stated, bhoth ﬁndings are
confounded by soctocconomic, racial,
urban raral, and school-related expe-
ricnces. Most of the bovs who gave an
“Idon't know’ or a meaningless re-
sponsc to the question “Why do you
want to learn to read?”” had not at-
tended kindergarten, Most of the boys
who gave an obedience-oriented re-
sponse to the question “What must
you do to learn how to read?™ were in
the all-Negro group. We do not have
cnough information to interpret these
differences.

The findings of this analysis prompt
still other questions that we are exam-
ining in a longitudinal study.
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